
Introduction to U.S. 
Social class and 

Structure  
The last Taboo!



People Like Us



Social Class

Weber - a large group of people who rank 
close to one another in property, prestige, 
and power

Marx - one of two groups: Capitalists who 
own the means of production or workers 
who sell their labor



Social Class

Large #’s of 
people with 
similar income, 
education, jobs, 
comparable in 
prestige, status,  
and power in 
society

Varies by country, 
sometimes region, 
maybe be 
changeable 



Wealth in America
The main way in which 
we determine social 
class in the uS in 
wealth

Wealth= Property + 
income

Prestige comes from 
occupation

Wealth is not just 
income



Three Components/
Dimensions of Social 

Class



1. Property

Property -Material possessions, buildings, 
land, animals, machinery, cars, stocks, 
bonds, businesses, furniture, and bank 
accounts.

Wealth - When you add up the value of 
someone’s property minus the person’s debt 
= person’s net worth

Income -  money received, usually from a 
job, business, or assets 



2. Power

Power:  the ability 
carry out your goals, 
behavior or influence 
without consequences

Power Elite:  term used 
by C. Wright Mills for 
those who make the 
major decision in 
American society



Status in society is 
related to Power

The relative position you 
occupy in society or 
specific group

Can be based on 
prestige(respect + 
reputation) on a number 
of areas

People may have different 
statuses:  (Oprah: 
wealthy, black, woman, 
adult, entertainer)



3. Prestige

Prestige:  Respect or 
regard

Prestige & Jobs:
1. They pay more
2. They require more 

education
3. They entail more 

abstract thought
4. They offer greater 

independent or self-
direction (autonomy)

Prestige is 
often displayed





Status applications
Status symbol:  symbols 
used to show your status 
and prestige in society

Status inconsistency: a 
contradiction between two 
or more of your statuses

Status Consistent: ranking 
high or low on all three 
dimensions of social class

When a status inconsistency 
occur, you will always put 
yourself in the higher 
status, others in the lower



Social Mobility

Upward Social 
Mobility - movement 
up the social class 
ladder

Downward Social 
Mobility - movement 
down the social 
class ladder



Social Mobility - 3 Types
1. Intergenerational Mobility - change that 

family members make in social class from one 
generation to the next 

2. Structural Mobility - movement up or down the 
social class ladder because of changes in the 
structure of society - not to individual 
efforts (Computers invented = new jobs)

3. Exchange Mobility - about the same numbers of 
people have moving up and down the social 
class ladder, such that,on balance, the social 
class system shows little change (people 
trained in a new technology move up and other 
move down due to outsourcing)



Social Mobility - Women

Today large numbers of 
women work & findings 
show that parental 
encouragement to gain 
an education lead to 
entrance into the upper 
middle class.



Social Class - Pain
Moving down is 
understandably 
painful

Moving up can be 
difficult as well - 
Relationships can be 
strained with family 
and friends

Some never become 
comfortable with their 
new social status



Poverty - Myth or Fact

1.  Most poor people are 
lazy.  They are poor because 

they don’t want to work.

Half of the poor are too 

old or too young & about 

30% work part of the 

year!



Poverty - Myth or Fact

2.  People are trapped in a 
cycle of poverty that few 

escape.

Long-term is rare.  Most 

poverty lasts less than a 

year.  12% remain in 

poverty for 5 consecutive 

years



Poverty - Myth or Fact

3.  Most of the poor are 
African Americans or Latinos

Rates are higher, but 

since whites constitute 

more people in the u.s., 

most are white = 37 

million total and 57% of 

them are white.



Poverty - Myth or Fact

4.  Most of the poor are 
single mothers and their 

children

38% match the above 

stereotype - 34% are 

married-couple families - 

22% live alone & 6% are 

in other settings



Poverty - Myth or Fact

5.  Most of the poor live in 
the inner city.

Close to truth - 42% live 

in the inner city - 36% in 

the suburbs and 22% in 

small towns or rural 

areas



Poverty - Myth or Fact

6.  The poor live on welfare

Only about 25% of income 

comes from welfare - 50% 

from wages and pension - 

22% from Social Security



Poverty
Poverty Line - The official 
measure of poverty; calculated 
to include incomes that are less 
than three times a low-cost 
food budget

Developed in the 1960s

Today most spend 20% on food - 
multiplier should be 5 not 3 

No political party wants to make the 
change and have the increase on 
their watch

The same for those in NY and 
Alabama (cost of living the same?)



Who are poor?
Geography: Poor are not evenly distributed (more in 
the South)& Rural Poor exist and are more likely to 
be married and less educated than urban poor.



Who are poor?
Race-Ethnicity: 10% of Asians and 11% of whites are 
poor, but 22% of Latinos and 25% of African 
Americans are poor

Stereotype - most poor are African Americans or 
Latinos is not true - most are white (more by 
population)



Who are poor?

Education: vital factor - 3/100 who finish college end 
up in poverty but 1/4 who drop out of high school is 
poor



Who are poor?
Feminization of Poverty: Families headed by only a 
father or mother are more likely to be poor and most 
common for mother-headed families.

Women who head families earn 70% of the income of 
families headed by a man

Divorce and high number of births to single mothers 
has contributed to the feminization



Who are poor?
Old Age: elderly are less likely today to be poor.

Government redistribution of income (Social Security, 
medical care, etc...) 

Ethnicity & Race makes a different - African American 
and Latino elderly are more likely to be poor.



Who are poor?
Children: they are more likely to live in poverty than 
are adults or the elderly and is regardless of race-
ethnicity (it is greater for Latino and African 
American children)



Culture of Poverty

Culture of Poverty - assumption that the values and 
behaviors of the poor make them different from the 
rest of America and these factors are responsible for 
long-term poverty.

Reality- most poverty is short-lived (lasting a year or 
less) and is sparked by a dramatic life change 
(divorce, job loss or the birth of a child).  only 12% 
lasts 5 years or longer



Why are People Poor?

Two Explanations:

1. Social structure - Features of society deny some 
people access to education or job skills.  
Discrimination, plant closings, racism all may make 
escape difficult.

2. Characteristics of Individuals - Laziness or lack of 
intelligence is rejected by Sociologists - instead 
they look at dropping out of high school, pregnancy 
during teen years.  Sociologist work hard not to 
blame the victim.



Welfare or Not...You 
Decide

Scenario #1 - Nancy and 
Ted Lewis are in their 
early 30s and have two 
children.  Ted works 
three part-time jobs, 
earning $13,000 a year; 
Nancy takes care of the 
children and house and 
is not employed.

Should they get 
welfare?



Welfare or Not...You 
Decide

Scenario #2 - Joan’s family 
has a history of being on 
welfare.  Joan had her 
first child at 15, now at 
age 23 she is pregnant 
with her fourth.  Her 
children have three 
different fathers and joan 
has struggled with drug/
alcohol addiction and has 
faced threats of having 
her children removed from 
her custody

Should they get welfare?



Welfare Debate???

Are they?

Deserving Poor - in the 
public mind they are poor 
but it is not their fault

Undeserving Poor - 
viewed by society as poor 
because of their own 
fault.  Drug/Alcohol 
abuses, lazy, dropouts, 
promiscuous, etc...

Welfare Reform - 1996 
Welfare was 
restructured and 
states are required to 
put a cap on lifetime 
assistance, requires 
them to look for work 
and take jobs, and 
allows the maximum to 
be 5 years.



Life of Poverty
Deferred Gratification - 
with no hope for a brighter 
future - many poor do not 
give up things in the 
present for the sake of 
gains in the future.

Deferred Gratification is a 
middle class value

Sociologists do not view 
this as a cause of poverty, 
but rather a result



Horatio Alger Myth
1800s Popular author who 
promoted the rags-to-riches idea 
that is still alive today!

MYTH: we think that limitless 
possibilities exist & it 
encourages people to compete 
for higher places 

IMPACT: it blames the individual 
for failure - deflects the blame 
from society - fault is 
individuals not societies so 
current social arrangements are 
seen as satisfactory


